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SHAREMonterey CA - November 2013
CHDS grad realizes vision with D.C. Consolidated Forensic Laboratory
In applying to the Center for Homeland Defense and Security master’s
 degree program, Yi-Ru Chen wrote an essay on how the District of
 Columbia could establish a comprehensive forensics laboratory with
 multi-disciplined partners.
Ten years and a job stop later the 2009 CHDS graduate has seen that
 vision realized as the chief operating officer with the city’s new
 Department of Forensic Sciences. The Consolidated Forensic Laboratory
 now houses the newly established agency, a rarity in today’s tight-
budgeted governance environment.
Chen began working on the project shortly after completing a master’s
 degree at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government and
 joining the Washington, D.C., mayor’s office. She continued this effort
 while studying at CHDS for a second graduate degree.
"This was one of the first projects handed to me," Chen recalled. "It was a
 one-page document that scoped out a bioterrorism laboratory for the
 District post-9/11 and the ricin and anthrax attacks in the nation’s capital.
 The starting point for us was requesting federal assistance and support
 to build this lab. This project gave me opportunities to go to the White
 House and Congress on numerous occasions to explain our need for this
 capability."
As planning progressed the facility’s purpose expanded to consolidate
 criminal investigative work, the office of the chief medical examiner, as
 well as bioterrorism under the moniker coined by Chen: Consolidated
 Forensic Laboratory.
"I shepherded this project through two Mayoral administrations and kept it a public safety priority," she said.
As the project lead for the Mayor’s office, a fortuitous opportunity led Chen to serve a three-month stint with the Office of
 Management and Budget with the White House in 2008 to work through the budget details for the District. With a solid
 handpicked team from varied backgrounds and $210 million funding in place, Chen departed in 2009 to serve as Deputy Director
 of the D.C. Homeland Security and Emergency Management Agency.
In late March 2013, she returned to the 287,000-square-foot Consolidated Forensic Laboratory and joined the Department of
 Forensic Sciences six months after both the lab and the department became operational. The DFS is staffed by civilian
 scientists, is independent of law enforcement, and merges previous police and health department functions including the recently
 internationally accredited Forensic Science laboratory that analyzes DNA, firearms, and fingerprints; the District’s Public Health
 laboratory that tests for toxins, infectious organisms and other public health threats, and serves as the only CDC certified
 Biosafety Level 3 laboratory in the national capital region; and, a newly developed civilian Crime Scene Sciences division that will
 be responsible for crime scene investigations, evidence collection, documentation and analysis.
"This is very unheard of for a state or local government to launch a brand new agency in a brand new, highly complex and high-
profile facility built for it. Many of our staff, including the director came from outside District government," Chen said. "I provide
 institutional knowledge on District government operations, the legislative process, budget development and execution, and
 establish standard operating procedures and policies to ensure our talented scientists have all the resources they need."
Chen has a record of building new organizations. From 2002-2004 she helped establish the city’s Office of Unified
 Communication, which civilianized and unified emergency call-taking and dispatch staff while also reducing response times.
Subsequently, her CHDS thesis, "Tell Me What I Need to Know: What Mayors and Governors Want from Their Fusion Center,"
 helped guide development of the Washington Regional Threat Analysis Center for the District. The thesis explored how to better
 engage government executives and fusion centers and was nominated for the Outstanding Thesis award.
In each instance, CHDS concepts such as interagency collaboration and organization were crucial as the District functions amid
 myriad local, county, state and federal agencies. Chen lauded instructors, classmates and fellow alumni, especially those
 working in the D.C. area.
"At CHDS I learned more about different ways of working together that can help you attain your goals," she said. "Many of the
 faculty, colleagues and classmates gave me their time and insight. That’s what I’ve always appreciated about CHDS – the
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